This paper reviews Q methodology and its application in an area of business research in which subjectivity is of considerable importance -that of corporate brand perception. More specifically, it explores the dimension of corporate brand perception that is directly related to the consumption and utilisation of the brand. The consumption-specific dimension of corporate brand perception is conceptualised as the 'solution meaning of the corporate brand', and the process of identifying the solution meaning with the aid of Q methodology is described and applied in a case study.
Introduction
Q methodology was initially developed in 1935 in order to identify the subjective opinions that exist on defined topics amongst specified individuals or groups. It has been used continuously from that time but despite its promise, cannot be considered a mainstream research methodology. This paper reviews Q methodology and its application in an area of business research in which subjectivity is of considerable importance -that of corporate brand perception. More specifically, it explores the dimension of corporate brand perception that is directly related to the consumption and utilisation of the brand. The consumption-specific dimension of corporate brand perception is conceptualised as the 'solution meaning of the corporate brand', and the process of identifying the solution meaning with the aid of Q methodology is described and applied in a case study.
Q methodology
Q methodology has its origins in the work of William Stephenson (1935a; 1935b) , a student of Charles Spearman, the founder of factor analysis. Working primarily in psychology, Stephenson's intention was to develop factor analysis in ways that would make it suitable for inductive research, as opposed to the deductive applications for which it had almost entirely been utilised at the time. Stephenson wrote that "modern science has prospered by eliminating whims and arbitrary subjectivities from its fact-finding missions into the world 'outside.' Q methodology follows the same prescriptions for what we consider 'inside' us, matters of mind, consciousness, wishes and emotions… What is involved is the discovery of hypotheses and reaching understandings, instead of testing hypotheses" (Brown, 1980: x) . Whereas factor analysis had most commonly been used to factor (or classify) variables or traits, Stephenson used it to classify respondents according to similarities in their opinions on particular topics. His objective was to identify the span and variations of subjective opinion evident within a specific group of individuals on a particular topic.
Q methodology was primarily used in psychology until the 1970's for single studies into the subjectivity of a range of topics, and as a means of standardised measurement in, for example, personality assessment and psychotherapeutic counselling (McKeown & Thomas, 1988) . From the 1970's onwards it became more widely used in other disciplines, for example in politics (Brown, 1980) , resource management (Steelman & Maguire, 1999) and education (Cross, 2005) . Q methodology has also been used in business research to investigate, for example, consumer behaviour and segmentation (Albanese, 1993; Martin & Reynolds, 1976) , quality programme implementation (Wright, Riggle & Wright, 1998) , strategic planning (Popovich & Popovich, 2000) , public relations orientation (Black & Härtel, 2002) , material possession attachment (Kleine & Baker, 2004) , customer loyalty (Rosenbaum, Ostrom & Kuntze, 2005) and organisational culture (Zsóka, 2007) .
The principles, processes and statistics that form the foundation of Q methodology have always been accessible, for example in Stephenson (1953) and Brown (1980) , but it is only with the more recent availability of software suitable for Q studies that its use has increased. Despite the relative increase in the use of Q methodology in the past two decades, it cannot be considered a mainstream methodology. With some exceptions Q methodology is unknown in many academic institutions, it is rarely considered as an alternative in market research, and most widely used statistical packages such as SAS or SPSS make no specific provision for the methodology. Nonetheless, Q methodology is a particularly promising research alternative where questions of subjectivity arise, as much in economic, management and marketing research as in psychology, where it was initially developed and applied.
The unique aspects of Q methodology
Q methodology measures subjectivity, not empirical fact (Stephenson, 1953) . It has proved to be most useful in studies that are undertaken to identify the range of communicated ideas in a particular discourse, the prevalent variations within the discourse, the logical relationship between these variations, and the nature of the subjective understandings that exist in the discourse from the perspective of the people participating in it; it is less suitable for the identification of truth in a discourse or the traits of the people participating in it (Brown, 1996; Cross, 2005; Kitzinger, 1987; Stainton Rogers, 1995; Stricklin & Almeida, 2004) . Q methodology is fundamentally qualitative, although it may more accurately be described as "qualiquantological" as it is a qualitative methodology with strong quantitative features (Watts & Stenner, 2005: 69) . Brown (1996) believes that Q methodology bridges qualitative and quantitative research, with advantages of both. "The qualitative nature of the methodology is due to the fact that it requires neither a certain sample size as precondition for reliable quantitative analysis, nor representativeness… [and] … by generating typical opinions assists… in shape recognition" (Zsóka, 2007: 115) . Q methodology's primary differentiators are in part statistical and in part procedural.
Q methodology correlates people as opposed to traits, while factor analysis more commonly measures traits and the differences between traits against a sample of a population of people (Brown, 1980) . The "Q methodology approach to participants may seem perverse. They are not sampled… rather they are chosen to facilitate the expectation of finite diversity" (Stainton Rogers, 1995: 182) . The aim is to identify the 'finite diversity' that exists in the discourse under consideration, not to identify characteristics of the population from which the sample is drawn. Participants are therefore selected for their potential to contribute meaningfully to the expression of the full but finite diversity of that discourse. In practice participants may therefore be selected according to the researcher's judgement, through strategic sampling, or through disproportional stratified sampling, to ensure the identification of majority and minority views (Schmolck, 2008; Stainton Rogers, 1995) . In the case of Q methodology, sampling, as it is normally understood, is not applied to the population from which the participants are drawn, but rather to the range of elements that make up the broader discourse under consideration, in order to ensure that the items presented to the participants for assessment are representative of the full discourse (Brown, 1980; Stainton Rogers, 1995) .
In the typical data matrix for factor analytical calculations, columns represent traits, rows represent the sample of individuals, and the data represent the values or scores of each individual on the particular trait, given in the unit of measurement of the trait. The unit of measurement of a particular trait may differ from column to column. Q methodology inverts this methodology, measuring people against a sample of traits. In such studies the correlation of data is logical only where the units being measured are the same in both columns and rows (Brown, 1980: 13) , but a problem exists in that the traits against which the individuals are measured may often be measured in different units (e.g. for length and weight). "In terms of the normalization subsumed in correlation, therefore -i.e., given that each row is to be centred by computing deviation scores around the row mean -what possible meaning can be attributed to an average score that is a composite of diverse measuring units?" (Brown, 1980: 15) . Stephenson (1953) provides comparability of such diverse units of measurement by specifying their assessment not in terms of objective criteria, but rather in terms of subjective criteria such as likability or perceived significance.
Q methodology is further characterised by its utilisation of centroid factor extraction and the allowance made for judgemental factor rotation. Centroid analysis was initially used in factor analysis for its relative simplicity in application without machine assistance. Because of its indeterminacy, however, centroid analysis is now scarcely used outside of Q methodology, having been replaced by mathematically more exact alternatives such as varimax or quartimax. In Q methodology, however, centroid analysis is retained precisely because of its indeterminacy (Brown, 1980; Stricklin & Almeida, 2004) . Judgemental rotation, which permits an infinite number of solutions that are based on the theoretical perspective of the researcher, is also utilised because of this indeterminacy (Brown, 1980) . In practice, varimax rotation is preferable if the objective is the mathematical derivation of factors, and judgemental rotation is preferable if factors are to be generated according to the researcher's specific theoretical objectives.
The research process -identifying the solution meaning of a corporate brand
As a procedure, Q methodology typically follows a specific sequence: the researcher identifies and collects the concourse; selects the Q and person samples; organises the assessment and ranking of the Q sample by participants; captures, processes and analyses the data; and finally interprets the results (du Plessis, Angelopulo & du Plessis, 2006; Stricklin & Almeida, 2004) . In the case discussed in this article, the procedure is used to identify the subjective perceptions that determine utilisation or rejection of the corporate brand of a company involved in the financing of industrial research. The company had experienced high staff turnover, static demand and a degree of client dissatisfaction. The study was undertaken to establish the main perceptions that contribute to its use or rejection by its market of researchers and other decision makers in research institutions and industrial companies.
The concourse
Following Brown (1980) and Cross (2005) , the first step in Q methodology is to identify the broad spectrum of communicated ideas on the topic under investigation. This discourse is termed the 'concourse' in Q methodology.
The concourse can be derived in many ways, and for the purpose of this study the selected concourse was that which has been theoretically circumscribed in Grönroos (2007) and related literature on the factors determining the utilisation and consumption of the corporate brand, its products and services.
The overall corporate brand concept is not used as the theoretical frame for the concourse because it is too broad and insufficiently specific for the scope of the enquiry, signifying as it does more than consumption-related aspects of brand perception. 'Brand' lacks specificity because it is often used synonymously with commodity, reference, icon, company, policy, physique, personality, culture, relationship, reflection or self-image (Kapferer, 1997; McEnally & de Chernatony, 1999) . Related concepts such as brand image, corporate image or corporate brand image are also too broad for the specification of the concourse. While they do refer to perception of the corporate entity from the perspective of external stakeholders in general and the customer in particular (Bernstein, 1986; Davies, Chun, da Silva & Roper, 2001; Kapferer, 1997) , they also overlap extensively with related concepts such as corporate culture, identity and reputation (Kennedy, 1977; Schultz & Ervolder, 1998; Wei, 2002) , and do not adequately address the question of consumption or usage.
The literature on the assessment of brands is extensive, as are models for such assessment. Most models focus on aspects of the corporate brand other than its subjectivity or generalised perceptual foundations. See, for example Keller, 2001; Keller, 2003; Kuhn, Alpert and Pope, 2008 ; the UCAV model of Spears, Brown and Dacin (2006) ; the internal marketing perspective of Papasolomou and Vrontis (2006) ; or the corporate brand association approach of Uggla (2006) .
The scope of the concourse is more rigorously framed by a theoretical framework suggested by Grönroos (2007) , whose contention it is that the brand gains significance in the market only as the brand image that exists in the mind of the customer and in the brand relationship that results from that image. As intended by the company -as brand identity -the brand remains provisional until it is conceptualised and acted upon by the customer in a way that coincides with the company's intention. It is the customer who creates value, not the company (Crosby, Grönroos & Johnson, 2002) , and this value is manifested through consumption.
Consumption ensues if the customer believes that the brand offers the best solution to a specific need while simultaneously contributing to his or her own value-creating processes. Such beliefs result from the expectation or experience that the brand will relieve or enable the customer, reduce costs, or increase performance (Porter, 1985; Ravald & Grönroos, 1996) . These perceptions of positive differentiation and value creation contribute directly to consumption of the brand and may in combination be termed the 'solution meaning' of a brand, following Grönroos' (2007: 331) more general use of the term to refer to the quality of the relationship that a customer perceives to exist between him-or herself, and specific goods or services.
Solution meaning originates in perceptions that are generated from diverse sources. Moriarty (Harris, 1998: 293) observes that the brain "gathers information from an untold number of contact points and assimilates it into one picture". In relation to brands, these contact points include planned, product, service and unplanned message sources (Duncan & Moriarty, 1997) . Grönroos (2000; reviews these sources of brand meaning and how they affect perception of the relative advantage of particular corporate brands.
A dominant reason for the consumption of a brand is perception of the relative advantage of its core solution, but this occurs only where such advantage is evident (Grönroos, 2007) . Increasingly, relative advantage is not evident in companies' core solutions. Consumption of a brand may also be structurally determined by market factors such as prevailing economic conditions, seller concentration, competition, dominance or size (Porter, 1980; Scherer, 1980) , and competition may be limited by cost of entry or legislation. Brand consumption may be driven by the variables identified in the marketing mix, be they in the form originally proposed by Borden (1964) , as the Four P's of McCarthy (1960) or the multiple P's of others (Diamond & Oppenheim, 2004) . With the possible exception of structural determinants and price, however, it is questionable that these variables explain the consumption of corporate brands to the same degree that they explain the consumption of packaged goods (Grönroos, 1997) .
Service quality and service relationships play an increasingly significant role in the success of companies and their corporate brands. Service has increased in importance because the comparative advantage of other variables has diminished. There is an abundance of products with little tangible difference between them, product innovation can easily and cheaply be copied, little difference is evident in the quality of products within similar price bands, and a move from a product to a service base can be noted in most economies (Duncan, 2002) . Service quality is crucial to organizations' performance and success (Buzzell & Gale, 1987; Parasuraman, Berry & Zeithaml, 1991) and currently the most powerful competitive trend determining strategy in business and marketing (Abdullah, 2006) . Grönroos (2007) suggests that most companies are service businesses because their core offerings are rarely a guarantee of competitive advantage, and they rely increasingly on service to establish such advantage.
Service quality has a number of dimensions. It has a technical dimension that refers to outcome quality, the perceived quality of the solution that the customer retains at the conclusion of the buyer-seller interaction, and which can be conceptualised as 'what' the customer obtains (Caceres & Paparoidamis, 2007) . The perception of service quality also has a functional dimension that refers to process quality, the perceived quality of the entire process of obtaining the technical solution, which can be conceptualised as 'how' the customer obtains the solution (Caceres & Paparoidamis, 2007) . The overall perception of service quality is also influenced by "image-filter" (Grönroos, 2000) , a perceptual filter that positively or negatively affects overall quality perception and which, in turn, is affected by perceptions of technical and functional quality (Caceres & Paparoidamis, 2007 ).
At a more fundamental level a wider range of variables have been identified as determinants of service quality including, among others, reliability, responsiveness, assurance, empathy, tangibles, access, location, servicescape, friendliness, waiting times, convenience, relatedness and availability (Bitner, 1992; Bojanic & Rosen, 1994; Brady & Cronin, 2001; Law, Hui & Zhao, 2004; Lee & Ulgado, 1997; Zeithaml, Berry & Parasuraman, 1988) . These and similar variables have been proposed as criteria of both service quality and corporate image, and they have been extensively interrogated in the literature with varying degrees of substantiation (Andreassen & Lanseng, 1997; Carman, 1990; Cronin & Taylor, 1992; Hsieh, Chou & Chen, 2002; LeBlanc & Nguyen, 1998) . Grönroos (2007) has consolidated those that he sees as the most significant with the technical, image and functional categories of service quality. Professionalism and skills are defined as the technical dimensions of quality; reputation and credibility as its image-filter dimensions; and attitudes, behaviour, accessibility, flexibility, reliability, trustworthiness, service recovery (the ability to recover from service problems) and servicescape (the environment in which the service is offered and consumed) as the functional dimensions of quality.
In summation, therefore, the solution meaning of a corporate brand is determined in character and degree by seven clusters (or categories) of variables, and these in turn form the span of the concourse. The clusters are the perception of professionalism and skills (technical quality); attitudes and behaviour (process quality); accessibility and flexibility (process quality); reliability, trustworthiness and service recovery (process quality); servicescape (process quality); reputation, credibility and image (image-filter); core solution, market structure and marketing mix (marketspecific variables).
Selection of the Q sample
Once the concourse has been identified, a sample of items is drawn from it to create the 'Q sample', a smaller, representative and more manageable list of items. In this study, where the concourse is governed by categories or subcategories, theoretical modelling is used to structure the Q sample (Brown, 1980) . While Q samples range widely in number, 40 to 75 items have been identified as a preferable Q sample size (Cross, 2005) . The Q sample for this study comprises 49 items. Its theoretical structure is illustrated in Table 1 . In this study items were selected for diversity within their theoretical categories, drawn up and adapted to the unique conditions of the institution, its industry and the broader market, and finally formulated as statements that related directly to the company. In order to "avoid confounding the measure of the attitude itself with acquiescent response style" (Kidder & Judd, 1986: 204) , statements within categories were roughly divided between those formulated in the positive and those in the negative. Items were finally approved and signed off by the company.
The items of the Q sample constitute within them significance at two levels: at the level of the overt statement and at the level of its theoretical category. Figure 1 indicates, as an example, the composite levels of one statement. Every item was constructed in a similar way. Table 2 lists the Q sample -the set of statements used in the study.
Once selected, the 49 items of the Q sample were printed onto numbered cards, one statement per card, making up a 49-card deck that was ready for assessment by the participants in the study. 
Selection of the person sample
The participants in a Q study are named the "person sample" or "P set" (Brown, 1980; Steelman & Maguire, 1999) . Participants in this study were selected in order to reflect the widest range of opinions on the discourse (Du Plessis et al., 2006) , and in order to do this, a group wider than the company's customer base was sought. The customer creates value, not the company, but the creation of value is not a function of the customer-company relationship only. It is also a function of the relationships that predetermine itthose existing between customer, company, and all other significant stakeholders (Balmer & Greyser, 2006; McDonald, de Chernatony & Harris, 2001) . Understanding the relationships between customer and brand requires an understanding of the relationships between all significant stakeholders and the brand. Such understandings make it possible to focus on activities and processes that contribute directly to consumption and to avoid those that do not. For these reasons a person sample of 80 was selected to include the views of all significant stakeholders, internal and external.
'Internal' participants were drawn from the company's shareholders, management, customer facing and support function employees. 'External' participants were drawn from amongst current, lapsed and potential individual researcher clients, specialised research institutions, and commercial companies engaged in research.
Assessment and ranking of the Q sample by participants
In Q methodology data is most commonly collected in a 'Qsort' process in which participants arrange the deck of cards on a forced-choice response grid according to specific conditions of instruction. One block is made available per item, and at the end of the assessment there must be one card in each of the available blocks. Participants in this study were requested to place each item onto the grid according to the degree to which they agreed that it represents a reason for the research industry's utilisation of the company's services. Figure 2 illustrates the forcedchoice response format used in the study. The advantage of this format is that it simultaneously permits the arrangement of items according to their significance on the assessment scale, and according to their significance relative to each other. It also forces the identification of smaller numbers of more significant items by ranging these at the extremes of the response format (-5 for items most disagreed with and 5 for items most agreed with).
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Figure 2: The response grid

Data capture and processing
Data was recorded in the field by noting each participant's item placement on the grid by number. Participants were further encouraged to discuss their item rankings and their views on any of the items. These discussions were recorded and transcribed for later interpretation and additional insight into the findings of the study.
Data processing can be undertaken with software specific to the methodology such as PCQ for Windows or PQMethod, but more commonly available statistical packages may also be adapted for the purpose. PCQ was used in this study. A correlation matrix of the Q sorts was generated and a centroid factor analysis performed. The derived centroids were then subjected to Varimax rotation for the mathematical derivation of factors. Judgemental rotation was not utilised as the objective was not the generation of factors according to specific theoretical objectives. Factors with an eigenvalue of 1.0 or more were selected, and in this way six factors were derived.
Each derived factor was visually represented in the form of a completed Q sort. An example is given in Figure 3 . The numbers within the body of the sort represent their corresponding statements in the Q sample. 
Analysis and interpretation
The six derived factors accounted for 51 percent of the variance. 47 of the 80 participant sorts were accounted for in these six factors. Of the remaining participant sorts, 25 were confounded -they registered on more than one factor; and eight were insignificant -they did not load sufficiently on any factor. Significance was determined by factor loadings (the extent to which an individual sort correlates with the factor, with decimals of two places omitted) of 37 or more.
The derived factors were separately assessed, interpreted and named. The analysis was undertaken at the level of the overt statements and at the level of the underlying theoretical categories. For the latter, values were adjusted to compensate for the larger number of items within the process quality item clusters. Finally, names were selected for the factors that described their core characteristics.
Factor 1: Successful financial service Factor 1, with 22 percent of the total variance and an eigenvalue of 17,83, represents the single strongest perception of the corporate brand and the reasons for its use in the market. Titled Successful Financial Service, it reflects an exceptionally positive view of the company. Perceptions include good service management; satisfactory products and services; effective operation; meeting market needs; and the belief that the company plays an essential role in the advancement of technological research within its market. Employees are seen to be dedicated in solving clients' problems when these arise, they give good guidance to clients throughout the service process, and the company is seen as one of the best forums for linking researchers and industry in cooperative research. Figure 4 indicates the factor's weighting on the underlying drivers of consumption of the company, its products and services. Brand consumption is driven by all underlying variables -all have positive values -with the most important being employees' attitudes and behaviour, followed by the company's reputation, credibility and image, marketing, and market structure. Table 4 indicates that Factor 1 is evident in all categories of the person sample. Factor 2: Poor systems implementation Factor 2, with 11 percent of the variance and an eigenvalue of 8,61, is titled Poor Systems Implementation. Participants holding this view have positive and negative views of the company and the value that it offers them. The company's contribution to the research industry and its ability to link researchers and industry in cooperative research are seen as its most positive attributes, but these factors are not perceived to be strong enough to drive use of the company. More significantly, clients are perceived to reject the company for a number of specific reasons that include difficulty in navigating the company's systems, particularly its online systems; the incidence of service problems that remain unresolved; and application and processing systems that are complex, tedious and inefficient. Factor 2's weightings on the underlying drivers of consumption are all negative. Participants holding this view avoid the company, its services and products. Most negative is their view of the company's servicescape -the environment in which its service is offered, and poor perceptions of reputation, credibility, image, reliability, trustworthiness and the company's ability to recover from service problems. This factor represents the views of a number of participants from 3 of the 4 client categories and in the client-facing employee category of the person sample. It indicates that amongst certain client categories the company is avoided as a source of research finance, and that this perception is reflected amongst some of the employees that interact with clients, but no one else in the company. Factor 3: Good company
Factor 3, termed Good Company, represents a very positive view of the company. It accounts for 6 percent of the variance and an eigenvalue of 4,93. The factor itself reflects exceptionally negative views of the company, but on inspection it is evident that the factor is bipolar -only 1 of the five sorts that load on the factor is positive (in agreement). The remainder load negatively, indicating that views held are the exact opposite of those represented by the factor. The company is, therefore, perceived to contribute significantly to the commercial exploitation of science and technology; it is believed to be well known in the market; its intrusion into the research that it finances is minimal; and its contribution to the international competitiveness of local industry is positive.
All underlying drivers of consumption are positive. The most positive is servicescape, and the company is perceived to offer good value within a competitive market, with its marketing perceived to be very good. Factor 3 is evident amongst some clients in three of the four client categories. The one sort that loads positively on this factor has the highest loading (0,61). The view that it represents is negative on all of the factors noted above as positive. The participant holding this view is an individual researcher in the lapsed client group.
Factor 4: Good strategy, poor implementation Factor 4, with 4 percent of the variance and eigens of 3,21 is termed Good Strategy, Poor Implementation. The factor represents a mixed but generally negative view of the company's market appeal. Its strategic direction is seen to be satisfactory but its products and processes are not. The company is not perceived to be sufficiently well known and it has a poor image, while its primary value offeringaccess to research finance -is also seen to be weak. Its strategic direction, however, is seen to coincide with that required by the technology sector.
While none of the underlying drivers of consumption register particularly strongly, the company's servicescape, accessibility and flexibility are seen as its most negative attributes; professionalism and skills are seen as its most positive. Factor 4 is only evident amongst clients. This factor is also bipolar, with a minority view of one client participant identified as holding the opposite of the perceptions described by the factor here. The underlying drivers of consumption in this factor are characterised by their very wide span, with the most positive and the most negative attributes registering fairly highly. Servicescape, reputation, credibility and image are seen as the major hindrances to increasing market share while attitude and behaviour are seen as the company's major driver of success. This view of the company is held only amongst clients, and in particular lapsed clients who have had negative experiences with the company but good experiences with its employees.
Figure 8: The underlying drivers of consumption in Factor 5
Factor 6: Good employees, poor systems Factor 6 represents perception of the company that is best characterised by the title Good Employees, Poor Systems. With 3 percent of the variance and an eigenvalue of 2.72, this factor is a relatively minor but nonetheless coherent perception of the solution meaning of the corporate brand. Employees are perceived to be accessible, with a good attitude, but the company suffers from a poor reputation and offers products and services that don't function particularly well. Significantly, the view that there are no competitive alternatives to the company is part of this perception. The company would therefore be used even if its service quality fell beneath its current level. This point distinguishes the factor from the one that precedes it.
The company's consumption is driven, in the views expressed in this factor, by the attitude of its employees, and inhibited, but to a lesser degree, but the reputation, credibility and image of the company. This perception is held only by current clients.
Confounded and insignificant sorts
A separate assessment of the confounded and insignificant sorts was made, and three primary reasons for their poorly positioned brand perceptions were identified. The company was unknown or insufficiently known amongst many industrial companies and researchers; its products and service processes had undergone continuous change without perceived improvement for a number of years, creating confusion amongst many of its stakeholders; and the company was often confused with its major shareholding companies.
Solution meaning of the corporate brand
By using Q methodology, the subjective basis for the utilisation of the company and its financial products and services, and hence the solution meaning (or meanings) of its corporate brand, became evident. Each factor clearly encapsulates specific reasons why the company is or is not used by particular sections of its market, and gives clarity to the foundations of these perceptions within the company and in the market. It is evident that the company is sustained by exceptionally positive perceptions amongst certain of its stakeholders (Factors 1 and 3) ; that some perceptions of the company contribute very strongly to its rejection (Factor 2); and that some perceptions are mixed (Factors 4, 5 and 6). These factors, with the information gleaned from the confounded and insignificant sorts, offer the company an insight into the unique, subjective perspective of the research participants on the value to them of the company as a whole. This formulation of the value of the company is framed from the perspective of its stakeholders, not the company, and offers a very clear assessment of the market orientation of the company. As such, it offers the parameters for strategic development at corporate, marketing or integrated marketing communication levels that address market and stakeholder needs, are zero-based and fundamentally market focused. The findings may also be used as the qualitative foundation of a quantitative study into the reasons for the use or rejection of the company by the market, in which the insights gained, can be tested across the broad population.
Conclusion
This article explores Q methodology and its utilisation in an area of business research in which subjectivity is of central importance. The subjective perceptions that contribute to the use or rejection of corporate brands are modelled and defined as the 'solution meaning of the corporate brand'. The concept is operationalised and applied in a case study that uses Q methodology to identify key factors that drive consumption or rejection of the corporate brand.
This study proposes theoretical and methodological frameworks for enquiry into the subjectivity that determines the consumption of corporate brands. Two aspects of the work require more attention. The concept solution meaning is preparatory and should be reviewed, expanded and refined. Secondly, the assignment of value to underlying theoretical constructs (the 'underlying drivers of consumption' in the factors of this study) should be reconsidered. In this study values were assigned to underlying constructs only on the basis of their relative positions in the -5 to +5 columns of the factor arrays, and alternative methods for the calculation of these constructs' values should be explored.
